
� Clues: Roots of an Evidential 
Paradigm 

God is in the detail. A. Warburg 

An object which speaks of the loss, of the destruction, of the 
disappearance of objects. It does not speak of itself. It speaks of 
others. Will it also include them? J. Johns 

In the following pages an attempt will be made to show the sill·nt 
emergence of an epistemological model (a paradigm, if you prcfor) I

towards the end of the nineteenth century, in the humanitil'N, 
Sufficient attention has not been paid to this paradigm, though it 11 
very much operative in spite of never having become explicit theory, 
Such a study may help us to break out of the fruitless opposition 
between "rationalism" and "irrationalism." 

I 

A series of articles on Italian painting appeared in the Zeitschrijl /Ii 
bildende Kunst between 1874 and 1876. They were signed by 11n 
unknown Russian scholar, Ivan Lermolieff, and translated into 
German by an equally obscure Johannes Schwarze. The new mc:thud 
of the attribution of old masters proposed by the articles prornkrd 
conflicting reactions and lively discussions among art historians. Thi 
author then shed the twin masks, revealing himself to be the I t.1ll11n 
Giovanni Morelli (a surname for which Schwarze is the equivall'III 
and Lermolieff very nearly its anagram). Art historians today "'Ill 
speak of a "Morellian method."2

Of what did this method consist? Museums, Morelli stated, arc full 
of paintings with inexact attributions. But it is difficult to trace l'Vt',Y 

piece to its real creator: we are frequently dealing with unsi1.tnt td 
works which may have been touched up or are in a detcriorntrd 
condition. In these circumstances it is essential to be ahll· 10 
distinguish originals from copies. Yet, to accomplish this, [\ le ,rdll 
insisted, we should not depend, as was so often the case, on the 11111•1 
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, , 111,picuous characteristics of a painting, which are the easiest to 
lttlit.tte: eyes raised towards the heavens in the figures of Perugino, 
I, onardo's smiles, and so on. We should examine, instead, the 
1111111 trivial details that would have been influenced least by the 
11,.111nerisms of the artist's school: earlobes, fingernails, shapes of 
l111"ers and of toes. Morelli identified and faithfully catalogued by 
tl,h method the shape of the ear in figures by Botticelli, Cosme Tura, 
t111cl others, traits that were present in the originals but not in copies. 
I It• ended up proposing many new attributions for works hanging in 
1111' principal European museums. Some of the new identifications 
"ne sensational: in a reclining nude in Dresden which had passed as 
t1 1 opy by Sassoferrato of a lost painting by Titian, Morelli identified 
11111• of the very few authentic works by Giorgione. 

In spite of these results, Morelli's method was heavily criticized, in 
11 o11 t, perhaps, because of the almost arrogant certainty with which he 
11pplied it. In time, it came to be judged mechanical, crudely 
jlmitivistic, and fell into disrepute.3 Still, many scholars who aligned 
1li11nselves against it may have continued unobtrusively to use it in 
u1.1king their attributions. It is to Edgar Wind that we owe renewed 
h111•rcst in Morelli's writings. Wind viewed them as typical examples 
111 the modern attitude to art, an attitude leading to the appreciation 
111 details rather than of the work in general. Morelli represented a 
, ,11 tying to extremes of the cult devoted to artistic spontaneity whose 
ltli ,1s he had absorbed in his youth through contact with Romantic 
11i, les in Berlin.4 Wind's interpretation is not very convincing, since 
\ \, 1relli was not concerned with aesthetic problems (a fact which was 
l,111 r held against him), but with problems of a preliminary 
pl,llological order.5 Actually, the implications of Morelli's method 
"' tl' of a different sort, and much more complex. We shall see how 
\\ 111d himself was a hair's breadth from discovering them. 

\ lorclli's books," Wind writes, "look different from those of any 
utlwr writer on art; they are sprinkled with illustrations of fingers and 
, .. ,,, "• careful records of the characteristic trifles by which an artist 
i, cs himself away, as a criminal might be spotted by a fingerprint ... 

1111} nrt gallery studied by Morelli begins to resemble a rogue's 
11,illl•ry."6 This analogy was developed brilliantly by Enrico 
( .1,telnuovo, who compared Morelli's presumptive method to the 
@c ,,scribed, almost contemporaneously, to Sherlock Holmes by his 
u, ,,tor, Arthur Conan Doyle.7 The art connoisseur resembles the 
dt:tn.tivc who discovers the perpetrator of a crime (or the artist 
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